CHAPTER X
THE END OF THE PRINCIPATE
I. FOUNDATIONS AND DEVELOPMENT
OF THE ABSOLUTE MONARCHY
^ASSIUS DIG tells us (LIII, 28, 2) of a decree of the Senate,
\^4 of the year 24 B.C., promulgated in favour of Augustus, by
which he was freed from the compulsion of the laws and received
full liberty of action; and he sees in this the foundation for a real
absolutism. The so-called kx de imperio Pespasiani1 contains the
same clause and points to the same conclusion, although it
includes the restrictive provision: *uti quaecunque ex usu rei
publicae maiestateque divinarum humanarum publicarum priva-
tarumque rerum esse censebit, ei agere facere ius potestasque
sit/   Recent penetrating research2 has, in the opinion of the
present writer, removed the doubt (vol. xi, p. 407) whether
this right had in fact been expressly granted at the very beginning
of the Principate. We can now look beyond the wholly personal
auctoritas of the first princeps and see the constitutional auctoritas
upon which Augustus could pride himself as the essential basis
of his power3. Particularly in the case of Vespasian, this auctoritas
was created for a new ruler by the powers conferred through the
lex de imperio: at the moment it was in no way merely personal.
The emperor received, now and for the future, full freedom of
action; and the limitation that he should rule in accordance with
the interests of the State, lost importance, inasmuch as he was
left to judge whether the condition was fulfilled. This legal
formulation and foundation of the emperor's power had done
all that a law could do to make the Principate an autocracy
(vol. xi, p* 408). For, indeed, the provision, that State interests
should be regarded, which was still maintained to debar the
Principate from becoming an open absolutism, was not a barrier
strong eaough to prevent self-willed men from setting up an
autocratic regime*. At all events, it seemed later that the lex de
1 Dessau 044; Brans, Fmtep 56,11. 21 sqq.
* A. von Premeisteln, Pom Wtrdtn und Wtsen des Prinzipatsy aus dem
Nachlass herausgegeben von H. Volkmann, Bay. Abh. N.F. Heft 15,1937,
pp. 176 MV.           ^                    8 von Premerstein, op. cit. pp. 187 sqq.
4 von rremerstein, op. tit. p. 192.